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RB: It is Thursday, September 27 2018. This is Rachel Burns, I’m a graduate student in the
Historic Preservation program here with Matt Jones, another historic preservation grad student.
We’re here in Halle Library interviewing Robert Smith. Smith is an alumnus of Eastern Michigan
University who graduated from the university in 1971. During his time here, Smith was involved
with the Black Student Association and Campus Service Corps. Smith was instrumental the
creation Black Demands and takeover of Pierce Hall in February 20th, 1969. Today we are
interviewing him as a part of the University Archives “Taking Great Risks Oral History Program.”
To start off we’re going to go into some depth about what campus was like before the
demonstrations, so can you describe what it is like being an African American student on
campus before you began to work with other students on the reformation efforts?
RS: Well first of all, I didn’t live on campus in the dormitories my first year at Eastern, I think that
would have been fall of ‘68 is when I came to the campus and had transferred from Highland
Park Community College which I attended for a year before I came to Eastern. I did not know
many people when I arrived, so I didn’t have a social network like both white and black students
who came at that time, because many of them came together from different high schools and
they knew their high school students or friends. I came sort of as a loner and I lived with a family
on the southside of Ypsilanti. I did participate as part of the freshman football squad, so the first
students I got to know were some of the football players and then in my class, I had a history
class-an American history class I believe with Paula Hankins That was one of the first students
I developed a relationship with. In class Paula and I would contest the teacher about issues
dealing with African Americans and American history. I remember that’s how I got to know
Paula. I don’t remember-I think Eastern at the time sort of had a reputation sort of as a party
school- a real reputation as THE party school of Michigan in terms of having a good time.
Students from other universities and colleges would come to Eastern to party so to speak.
Typically, the African American were typically were caught up in the fraternities and the
sororities. That was a big thing on campus at the time I remember. I was not directly involved
initially with the Black Student Association, there was a black student organization on campus
and through Paula I met some other radical students who were very well read. These students
had read a lot. Some of them were like Marxist-Leninist type students who were involved in the
Workers Movement and issues and things like that. There was a small group of student, these
were very intelligent, sort of nerdy type guys that dealt with issues dealing with African
Americans from a intellectual standpoint. They were doing all this reading because worldwide
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the Vietnam War began to heat and there were a lot of discussions about that. So my first
contact sort of with the student group movement was through this small group of students that I
got to know and started hanging out with. There was no real activity on campus that I remember
in my first year. As I got to know these students, there was some discussion begins to emerge
during the semester about taking some concrete action and having some demonstrations on
campus and that’s how I got involved. That’s kind of where it all started for me.
RB: Okay. You said you were a football player when you came to Eastern?
RS: Yes.
RB: Can you describe what athletics was like at that point in time? I know that there was an
emphasis reforming the athletic department in the black demands. Was there particular issues?
RS: Not at that time, that may have come later. Athletics was an important part of campus life on
Eastern’s campus at that time. The football team was fairly popular and they were trying to
make a name for themselves. A lot of football players particularly black players, came from
Ohio. These were high quality players and so they were a contender in terms of football. I don’t
know what their rankings was but I know from being on the team. I was on the freshman squad
so they kind of used us. You’ve seen the film Rudy? I was that guy. That’s one of my favorite
movies. I was small, much smaller than I am now. I was a great football player in high school
although my team only won one game that year-Wilbur Wright in Detroit. When you come up to
a college team, you’re coming up against some of the best athletes in the country. They did
have those types of caliber at Eastern. But the football experience was really a part of the
experience that helped to radicalize me. The reason why I sat that is because when I was
playing football, I really began to get a sense on my own of how black football players in
particular were treated and how they were dealt with. There’s always some incident that sticks
out in your mind about-there’s a turning point where you kind of get it. That turning point was
here I was a small player and I was playing defensive back and it was a scrimmage. A player
was running around the end and I went up and I made this really great tackle. I remember the
assistant coach coming up to me and patting me on my head and saying “good boy.” I couldn’t
really explain it but it sort of turned me off in a way and made me aware of-me in particular I
didn’t have a scholarship. I had a gotten a small scholarship to come up and play, but it wasn’t a
full ride scholarship like the other players. I was never gonna probably play varsity. I was coming
there everyday, practicing being this Rudy type guy and it wasn’t going to take me anywhere. I
didn’t know where I was going to get my money from for the next year and I even-since I didn’t
play on varsity, I didn’t have to go to the games. You didn’t dress for the games. On the
weekends, I went back to Detroit on a Greyhound and worked for Sears for two days in their
automotive sections. That’s how I made my money to go to school and pay for my food and
stuff. I came back up to Eastern and do it all over again for practice. That sort of helped began
to transform me and made me move away from wanting to be a football player and attending
class with Paula and meeting the other students. It sort of put the whole football experience was
part of that.
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RB: Could you describe what your first activism events were like on campus before
demonstrations?
RS: What happened was I started to meet with these guys and through them I started to meet
some of the other students on campus. Slowly, I began to develop some relationships with the
wider African American population on Eastern’s campus. One of my experience I remember
vividly was I had a class. In this class, there was a group of African American students a group
of guys from I think it was Kappa Alpha Si Fraternity. They had one of their sisters or young
ladies who was close to the fraternity who was a clerk or or a student assistant of the professor
of the class. She had stolen the test and she got the test for these guys. I remember then, I had
to study, so I didn’t have the test. I wasn’t apart of their group. The last minute, the day before, I
had studied for the test; it was a sociology class I believe. I had studied for this tests and these
guys on the last day before the test, they offered me the test. I did all this studying and I
declined. I did get a B on the test, even with studying very hard, but I probably could have
gotten an A if I got the test with them. In that way I began interacting with students beyond the
football players and beyond the small group of radical students. How I began to get pulled in the
organization and planning of the takeover of Pierce Hall is that with Paula, who also became
what you could call a conspiracy of beginning to organize and look at some more direct action.
At the time, there was the official Black Student Association and I think they had a president.
There was another group of radical students that I had mentioned. I remember they wore these
army jackets sort of thing. They hung out with many of the radical white students and they had a
relationship with them. The way the campus organized socially was you had the black students,
you had the black fraternities, you had the black students who were members of the Black
Student Association, you had this more radical black students who associated with the radical
white students. I was sort of interacting with all three different groups. As they began to have
discussion about more direct action-the reason why those discussions were going was because
what was going on in the country. Other universities had stuff happening all over and I could
look back at my timeline and make reference to. For some reason, what was happening in New
York kind of sticks out.They took over, there was a big demonstration in New York at NYU I
believe. There was action at Cornell University where the black students took over the building.
Things like that were going on. We felt like something like that need to be done on Eastern’s
campus. Slowly, because I was sort of hanging with the radical fringe, I was pulled into the
organizing efforts as to what was going to happen, what we were going to do. Probably since we
know that Pierce Hall was taken over in February I think that we probably started organizing
prior to the end of ‘68. Once we came back for the second semester, plans to takeover Pierce
Hall were solidify. We came up with a specific strategy for what was going to happen sometime
between the end of ‘68 and the actual day Pierce Hall was taken over.
RB: Were you ever involved in any sort action before the demonstration where you talked with
administration?
RS: No, that was really first time I was actively involved with something was the take over of
Pierce Hall in addition to the actual meetings and strategizing to make it happen.
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RB: I guess we can transition to those questions. How were you and your peers able to get
everyone-all these black factions as you called them-to coalesce together? What was the
unifying principle to get everyone to come together and want make a statement?
RS: That’s a good question. You never get everybody on board but I think we got enough
people on board to make a significant statement at the time. One of the things that happened at
the time was we did have these factions. All of the various factions did agree that something
needed to happen that was dramatic. With that, it was just a matter of what was going to
happen. There was a series of meetings that took place, I remember attending some the
meetings. We were trying to get the fraternities- obviously black fraternities and sororities,
probably still do today, have a lot of influence over students and a lot of students were members
of these organizations. Obviously, there was some discussions with them. One of the things I
remembers, one of the meetings I remember, either very close to the day we took over Pierce
Hall-either the day before or the night before there was some big to do fraternity dance on
campus. Either before the dance or after the dance, I remember a group of the more radical
students meeting with a group of the fraternity leaders to get their support and involvement. It
was a very contentious meeting. I remember specifically there was this one fraternity member
who was in the ROTC and he had dressed up in his full uniform for this event and here we were
arguing with him to support our effort. He was very conservative and very resistant to the idea of
us taking over a building because we basically told him our idea and that we needed support. I
just remember the discussions that went on and the concerns that this particular person
expressed in the meeting. The problem is that there was some and Ronald Thigpen is one of
the names I remember. Ronald was one of the principle organizers. He was an Alpha. And so,
so there were members of fraternities involved in the leadership of the taking over pierce hall at
the time. The other thing that we did was we then called a mass meeting, I think-I’m not sure
how many we had but I remember we had one the day before the takeover. We kind of figured
out that if we told people specifically what we were going to do that some of the students were
going to chicken out. The plan was to tell them that we were going to do something dramatic
and that they needed to be there to support us. We didn’t tell them what. I think that maybe 20
students, 20 black students, knew what was going to happen. We had a core group from the
various factions, from the black student association, from the black radical fringe that I talked
about and them Ronald Thigpen also from the fraternities. I think it was because we had
representatives from all of these factions on campus we were able to pull together a significant
number of students to come together. That was the first year that you had a major african
american presence on campus. Students coming from Detroit, there must have been some sort
of recruitment effort to get them here. We can also explain that because of the offering of grants
and moneys that started coming for low income students to come to college. Because you had
this huge number of Black freshman from Detroit who were not necessarily-some of them were
from working class families. The older students who were here, I would say, when you think of
the Black community it is stratified like all communities are. You had the students who were
here, parents were professionals, they had money, they were great students and got
scholarships, so they could attend Eastern. Even though Eastern was a second or third tier
school, it was very difficult to get into universities at that time. We did have this pool of young
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black students who were a lot more willing to participate and not as conservative as some of the
elitist students. The students from this higher echelon whose fathers were lawyers or teachers
or professionals. I think that made it possible. Many of them stayed in the dorms. They would
come down and played all the time together. It was very easy to put out the word that something
was gonna happen. These students, very eager to be involved in something. They were new to
campus and a lot was going on in the country and I think all of these elements helped them
show up to this meeting the day before. I think we had about 200 students at Sill Hall, that’s
where the meeting took place. We told them to meet us at Sill because I remember we had the
meeting, we believed that the police had already planted some undercover agents in the
meeting, we were convinced of that. They somehow through this process of us meeting, the
word must have gotten back to administration that something was gonna happen because they
met us, I think Dean Zumwinkle.
RB: Robert Zumwinkle.
RS: Robert Zumwinkle. Maybe someone else. The Dean of Students. Robert Zumwinkle was
the Vice President. VP Gilden may have been the dean. Not sure if Ken Moon met us too. But
there was a group of administrator that met us as we were marching up to Pierce Hall that tried
to talk us out of it and see if we could meet and resolve it. That was right before the takeover.
RB: Going back to the meetings to plan in advance, could you talk about what occurred during
those meetings? Were you guys playing the long game, or was the planning more on the fly
closer to the event?
RS: I don’t think there was any discussion about what would happen; how the administration
would respond. We had demands that we wanted to submit. Administration was right that we
didn’t submit the demands. But these demands were already-later on, through my readings, I
found that there was a committee of staff and faculty and students that had been meeting on
campus about issues with black students. Many of the demands that was on this list that we
drew up in the meetings prior to the takeover, were on that list. Some of the issues that we were
concerned about, the administration was already aware about but people felt like they were
moving relatively slowly on addressing those. We needed to take more direct action. We didn’t
have any long game plans for what we would do afterwards. We had our ten demands. We were
going to take over the building to get the administration to make some commitment to
addressing these demands and that was pretty much it as far as I know.
RB: Were you involved in the writing of the demands?
RS: Yeah, I was involved. I was there when we trying to come up with what we would request.
There was some debate about some of the issues. Some of the issues we didn’t care that
much, some of us. The issue of having a Black cultural center, or dorm, and things like that were
not- some of us debated about whether that was practical or wise. Some of the issues like
increasing black students or providing support to Black students, increasing the number of black
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faculty, we as a really critical issues. Many of the issues came to pass and were actually
implemented. There was some debate about the legitimacy of our demands that were made.
But, yes I was involved in drafting the demands.
RB: What kind of research did you all do for the drafting? Was the process like “this is an issue I
deal with as a student” and other students agreed and it would be implemented or did you take
inspiration from other schools with the whole movement across the country?
RS: I think there were some of the demands from what other students from other universities
were asking for. Certainly the black studies, the increase of the numbers of black faculty and
students, those were typical demands that were being made nationally. We certainly drew from
that. I don’t remember any specific demands that were unique to Eastern’s campus because I
think most of those demands were fairly generic.
RB: One more question on planning. How were responsibilities allocated and distributed
amongst activists? Was there like one group of people who were telling people what they should
do orRS: I don’t remember the specifics, but I do know that lock the building up with chains,
somebody was responsible for getting the lock and chains and I think Thigpen was responsible
for that because I remember him having the lock and chain hidden underneath his coat as we
walked into the building. I did think that we had a spokesman and we had our demands, so
somebody was designated to be the spokesman for the group. Those were the two key issues:
who was going to speak for the group, the demands, and securing the building.
RB: At that point in time, Pierce Hall was home of the administrative offices?
RS: Yes.
RB: So was that the main reason that buildingRS: Yes. That was the power center. That’s where Sponberg was, Profit, the Dean of Students,
all of their offices were there.
RB: We can move on to the day of. Can you describe give like a play by play as you remember
it? Like waking up, getting ready andRS: What happened is that I believe, I was no longer living on the south side because John
Jeffries, the financial aid officer who was black, ex green beret, had gotten me a grant or some
money to live on campus. I had told him story about playing football and going back down. He
said “What?” He made it possible for me to move on campus the next semester. I was living in
Sill Hall. Living there now, I got to meet more students, and develop more friendships and that
one of the reasons a lot of the students, many of the students were part of the students who
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actually went into the buildings. Not Sill, Phelps-what are the buildings at the end of-a new
dormitories hadn’t been built
RB: Phelps/Sellers?
RS: Yes, Phelps Sellers, Walton, Putnam. I remember getting up and being excited. There was
a whole group of us, I think probably the bulk of the students who got involved were from those
two dorms. A whole group of us got up and started marching up the hill to Sill Hall, to our
designated meeting spot. Yes it was both excitement but it was also a sense of anxiety about
taking this direct action. Other groups from different dorms, because at that time Eastern it was
a community of dormitories. So people associated based upon their fraternities or their
dormitories friendship. Different smaller groups of six or seven people from different groups
would come almost simultaneously. To some extent it was really well coordinated. It just
happened the way we wanted it to happen. We said “we’re gonna meet at this time and then we
are going to make our move” and then it happened. We all met at the designated spot. It wasn’t
a lot of noise or excitement. People were relatively quiet. We went and spoke to the
administrators and then walked past them to our destination Pierce Hall. We walked into the
building, at that time as I said, many of the students did not know it was going to be chained up.
Once we got inside, the students who were designated to chain the building went and chained
the various entrances. We had identified the number of entrances. We didn’t know that there
was this underground tunnel or whatever the police came from. We put the chains on all the
doors. We parked ourselves in front of Sponberg’s president office. If you go into Pierce Hall
and you go up the stairs, you go through the front doors. At that time, the president’s office was
the first door on the left. It was that first set of offices at the top of the stairs and that’s where we
went and demanded for him to come out and talk to us. It could have gone differently. He could
have came and talk to us and said “we’re willing to meet about these demands or have some
discussion” we probably would have dispersed. We wouldn’t have stayed there all day. But the
decision was he wouldn’t meet with us at that time. Some of the lower level administrators said
he was willing to meet with us, just not under those conditions. That’s kind of how the discussion
went. We refused to move until he came. It was a standoff until the police showed up. They did
show up and they came. I don’t think there was any scuffling that went on. It was fairly peaceful
initially and then they broke the chains and asked us to leave. I think they initially said we were
all under arrest. I don’t think they had the forces out because there was no real fighting inside of
the building. It was only after the students started to go out that the police began to selectively
pull some of the students out of the line to be arrested. It was at random really, although there
was some sort of press release put out by the administration the students who were arrested
were the students who refused to leave the building. That didn’t happen. I was there. I got into a
scuffle with a police. There are some photos of me in a scuffle with the police I think the state
police took those. The reason I got into a scuffle with the police was because one of the young
ladies was in front of me and I think they made the decision not to arrest any females. Initially,
they grabbed this female student and I intervened and that when I got into the scuffle. For some
reason, they didn’t arrest me. That’s sort of inexplicable why they didn’t at the time. There was a
lot confusion coming out of the building with police all around with the students. Somehow, I
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pulled the girl away, got into the crowd and disappeared into the crowd. They arrested these
students, they had a wagon or whatever there to put them in. It was 10 or 12 students that were
arrested. I think Thigpen was one of them, they may have targeted him because he was the one
with the chains and lock. Then, to some extent, the leadership dispersed because Thigpen was
obviously a principle leader. I wasn’t necessarily a spokesman at that time but we had all these
students. At that time a lot of students, black and white had assembled in front of the building,
from all over the campus. Many more black students there and then black student coming out.
We began to march up and the street. Up and down Forest, back up to the church and around
the campus, demanding the students be released. That sort of became my rallying cry during
that day and subsequent days after that-to drop the charges against these students. What
happened is that is that I sort of became the de facto leader or de facto principle leader because
what happened was we had to keep the group organized, keep them moving and I began to
shout and get up to say a few things. I remember Chris Booker, who was one of the radical
students, friend of mine, said “Bob, you’re the man, they’re really responding to you. You gotta
keep going, whatever you’re doing is working.” That’s how I became involved as a leader, was
right after that, sort of trying to keep the students together, trying to corral them. We eventually
ended up by the catholic church on Forest, I believe. There’s a brick ledge and I got up on the
ledge and began to exort the students. I’m not exactly sure exactly what I was saying, but it was
to keep our spirits up and we were demanding that they release our brothers and sisters-well,
brothers at the time. The thing that got me arrested was that I said- and this is right after the
Detroit Rebellion or disturbance. I said “if they don’t release our brothers and sisters we’re going
to go back to Detroit and bring our brothers and sisters back up here and burn this mother
fucker down!” (Laughs) Why did I say that? Oh my god, all hell broke loose. Because we were
really angry with what had happened with us and the way the police responded and the way the
administration to us. We were not necessarily violent. To some extent, we even cooperated
when we left the building relatively peacefully. Initially they said they were going to arrest all of
us and we were like “Great. Okay. Arrest all of us. You’re gonna prosecute 60-70 students?” But
then they sort of selectively took those 10 students to make examples out of them. I think that’s
part of what we were angry about, at least I was. When I made my statement, the assistant
prosecutor, his name was Booker T. Williams, I believe, he was a black guy, Washtenaw County,
was actually on the scene. I believe the sheriff of Washtenaw County-all of these officials were
at the university. The police, everybody was there, with us. He was back out in the crowd and he
heard the statement, he directed the police “Arrest him!” (Laughs) Some of the friends from
Phelps Sellers-I remember two of the guys specifically said “Hey Bob, they’re coming to get
you!” A whole group of them jumped in front of the police to stop the police from getting to me.
He said “Run, run, run, run!” I started running and I ran back in the back of the neighborhoods
down the street, in between two houses. Moments later, a black policeman- Ypsilanti police man
showed up and said “you should let me arrest you and take you in because if the white
policemen catch you, they’re gonna beat you.” I said “okay.” He arrested me and he would later
testify at the trial for the prosecution, this particular black policeman. I think I have somewhere-I
was trying to find those transcripts. I have transcripts from my trial. Maybe I can eventually find
them. I got all kinds of boxes. I work on a lot history projects and I have all kinds of boxes all
over the place in my basement. I’ll see if I can find those for you. He arrested me, and brought
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me out, and put me in handcuffs and put me in a scout car and took me to the Ypsilanti Police
Station.
[At this point, the recording stopped. Smith describes that he was processed at the police
station. He then described how his friends including Paula Hankins, worked to get Kenneth
Cockrel Sr. to represent Smith. At that point in time, Cockrel was representing labor unions in
Detroit.]
RS: They knew him because of their activities in Detroit. I’m not sure when. Somehow I got
released, they must have bonded me out. I don’t know the details of how I actually got out. But I
was bonded out and they eventually charged me with inciting to riot. Part of my case, there was
some dispute about what I was initially arrested for. Initially they said it was for profanity but I
think at some point that charge was changed to inciting to riot. That became one of the issues in
the case. Paula, after I got out “we’re gonna get-” I was arrested by the city, on city property-not
city property but outside of the university. The students who were arrested on campus were
under a charge of but it was the university who had become the compliantent. The city or the
state became the complainant against me because this charge was eventually a state charge. It
was a relatively new statute on the books I believe at the time. So Paula said “Your case is
really important and really the most serious. We’re gonna see if we can get Ken Cockrel.” I had
never heard of Ken Cockrel at the time. She said “we’re gonna get Ken Cockrel to represent
you.” So it was through her that I was able to get this fairly, I mean, one of the most astounding
attorneys ever. He’s dead now. He was just a legend in Detroit in terms of the law. He became
my attorney. I remember going down to Detroit to meet with him and had several meetings with
him over the period of the next year or so before I actually went to trial.
RB: During that year, I can imagine that was a very difficult time for you.
RS: It was.
RB: How were you able to balance that with being a student at EMU at the same time?
RS: That was probably the one of the most difficult times of my life, being under indictment for
that period of time. I continued to be an activist on campus and always knew I was sort of a
target because of this case hanging over me for that period of time. What helped me was
afterwards, the black students- a number of them who came to this event that we had. Some of
them were not initially involved, as you will find out in your interviews. We all sort of began to
come together and eventually over the next six months to a year, this core group of students
would come together and would stay together for the next two or three years. One of the things
that helped me was a became involved in the Campus Service Corps. So I think it was my
working in the community with the young kids, and the breakfast program, continued to press
the demands. We never gave up our ten demands and we were meeting with the administration
and our efforts to bring about change became more formalized. We had our community program
that we were involved with and there were things that were happening on campus. There were
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national things that were happening all over the country, for example, the Kent State Shootings.
There was a big disturbance on campus as a result of that. The white students were
pressing-had already been, even before we took over Pierce hall- had an ongoing number
conflicts between the administration and the white student government about freedom of
speech, students being in the decision making process and so that became more radicalized
along with the Vietnam War. As black students, we were sort of apart of that at times and then
we had our own agenda at times. The next two or three years, I was involved in a lot of things
that were happening on campus regards to black students and protesting the war and of course
the work that we were doing in the community. That helped me because it made what I had
done worth while. It was worth it because we were beginning to see some progress. Eventually,
we had the trial I think the last year that I was on campus and before I graduated. I wasn’t
exonerated. There was a mistrial called and eventually the case was thrown out.
RB: Going back to that year when you were meeting with administration and you describe it as
becoming more formal, could you talk about, not the specifics, but what was going on in those
meetings?
RS: There are some records of the discussions that we had. I wish got all of the records from
Chuck Minneman. One of the things that happened in terms of the organization becoming a real
organization-Black Student Association after the take over, and after we became involved- this
core group of students. It was was based on the fact that we didn’t have a president of the BSA.
There was like a president, but he wasn’t necessarily the person calling the shots. We had a
group students and we all took on various leadership responsibilities. There was a core group of
us John Sanford, Floyd Walton who was my roommate for many years, Marshall Jennings,
Chuck Coleman, Herb-I’m trying to think of Herb’s last name, and few others- George Gibson
who wasn’t at this event. We were the ones that were meeting with the administration. I think it
went on for a year and a half where we had a series of meetings with them. At the same time,
they were also having meetings with the white student radicals and that group of student
government. We were more-our meetings were much more cordial. Not cordial, but more
professional. We had very specific things that we wanted. I don’t think that the administration
was so much against a lot of those things. They were for them in some ways. Part of it was sort
of political because they didn’t want it to seem like they were giving in or students were making
them do something that they didn’t want them to do or that students had the power. Chuck
[Minneman] was in those meetings sort of as an arbiter. Many times the administration, if they
wanted to get information or find out what we thought, they would contact Chuck and confided in
him. He was a white director of the Religious Students Affairs. We had a lot of respect for him.
We felt that he had our best interest at heart. He was very helpful to us in negotiating and
dealing with the administration.
RB: In those meetings, did you ever to get to meet with Harold Sponberg?
RS: Actually there’s a photograph-for some reason, I don’t remember the circumstance of that
photograph but he spoke and I spoke and some other people spoke. It must have been soon
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after the takeover. It must have been early on. I think we did have some direct meeting with him,
I believe. Most of the meetings, I think, were either with the vice president of student affairs, I
believe. Also within a year, they brought on Dr. Valmore Goines. After he came on board, a lot of
our interactions with the administration were through him. He began to implement some of the
things that we actually wanted. I know that the faculty senate voted on having a black student
program. They did hire some black recruiters and a black coordinator of financial aid. There
were some specific things that they started implementing while we were negotiating with them.
Parts of what we wanted they started implementing. The Black Studies program was one, the
recruitments was the other issue. One of the big things that we believed in was providing
student services and support tutorial services. Eastern probably still has one they had one at
that time- a high attrition rate. It wasn’t just about recruiting students, it was also about trying to
keep them there to graduate them. That was one of our big issues was getting support services
in place.
RB: Could you sense a difference in the campus environment after the demonstrations? Did you
feel more at ease? Or do you think that new African American students who were coming in
could tell that they were being cared for?
RS: We had a certain sense of our own power. There’s no question. We had more confidence in
our abilities. We felt that what we were pressing for requesting and pressing for was legitimate.
The ethics of it and the morality of it were on our side. Some of us were disappointed with the
fact that some of the younger students did not understand the seriousness of why they were
here and the opportunity they had. The core group of students felt that we had a responsibility
as African Americans to educate ourselves and to acquire the skills and the professionalism to
make a major contribution to the advancing the quality of life of African Americans. That’s really
an issue that helped us together. I think that we felt that, but we didn’t think that some of the
younger students coming understood their mission and their purpose of being here. The reason
why I say that is because of my activism, I was also able to get some jobs on campus. People
knew me and wanted to support me. For example, one of my first jobs on campus was working
in the student union as a janitor. That was my first job and eventually, I worked a summer as a
student RA in the Upward Bound program in Buell Hall. Because of that, I became a RA after
that summer at Buell Hall. My room and board was paid for and Floyd Walton and I were
roommates. What happened is that when the younger students came into Buell Hall, Floyd and I
in addition to the all other things we were doing, we organized them. We convinced them to
organize a black student group in Buell Hall and that the purpose would be to have some
functions, raise some money and do some positive kinds of things. They did, they were young
students from Detroit. Floyd and I mentored them about how to organize. After they got
organized and some money through fundraisers, they wanted to spend the money on having a
big party, something ridiculous. We kind of felt that they didn’t get it and there was some conflict.
I remember a meeting that we had where we tried to convince them to become a little more
responsible about going to class. We felt some disappointment. Here we were pressing for
these services, pressing for more financial aid and all of this and some of the students didn’t
understand that they need to make a commitment. Eastern still had a high attrition rate. The
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other thing we try to discourage them from, not so much to not join a fraternity but at least to
wait until they solidify themselves and not get right into a fraternity and jeopardize them being
able to complete their courses and so forth. That was a disappointment, but that’s just life.
RB: But you would say that ultimately that your legacy has been beneficial, right?
RS: Yeah, there’s no question that not just here at Eastern but all over the country that the black
student movement made a difference. It brought about an awareness that didn’t exist on college
campuses, black colleges in the south as well because they had the same issues really even
though they were all black schools. There’s no question. It may have been-because ultimately
what happened is that Eastern is a business. Universities and college are businesses. The more
students that they can get and the way they make their money is through tuition. The more
students they can recruit and retain and graduate, the better off they are financially. I think that
what happened as competition for students began to heat up at these universities, they began
to realize that some these programs that we were pressing for made sense. Not just for black
students, but for all students. Particularly, the support services, that didn’t exist at the time we
started pressing for these demands. I think that helped them understanding the supporting of
students in different areas of their lives. Also, making the campus more inviting, culturally for
minority students.
RB: I think that’s pretty much everything. Is there anything else for the record that you would like
to speak on?
RS: No, I think I may have mentioned at our gathering a few weeks back but the students-This
core group of students that I was apart of really had a profound influence on my life and on me
as person. I have yet to have had an association with a group of people like them. The
closeness and trust that I had with them and they had with me was one of the most rewarding
aspects of my time here at Eastern was being involved with them. I think all us, expect for a very
few, were about 20, 21, 25 students who were really activist during that period, all graduated
and all went on to make some fairly significant contributions to society. That’s something that
has stayed with me and I am grateful to Eastern for that experience more than anything else.
That’s it.
RB: Cool, thank you so much.
RS: Great

